Modulation of heat pain perception by high frequency transcutaneous electrical nerve stimulation (TENS).
Although many studies have indicated that high frequency nonpainful transcutaneous electrical nerve stimulation (TENS) reduces clinical pain, controlled studies of the modulation of experimental pain by TENS have produced conflicting results. This study evaluated the effect of high frequency nonpainful TENS on heat pain perception using a model that we have previously shown to be sensitive to other nonpharmacological analgesic treatments. We found that TENS significantly reduced subjects' ratings of painful and near painful heat stimuli (43-51 degrees C) (p = 0.01) and increased the pain threshold from 46.7 to 47.9 degrees C (p = 0.002). Placebo stimulation had no effect on the subjects' ratings or on their pain thresholds. Furthermore, TENS did not alter subjects' ratings of visual stimuli, indicating that the analgesic effect was not due to a nonspecific distraction. These data suggest that TENS alters the perception of experimentally produced natural pain stimuli. The TENS related modulation also appears to be comparable to that produced by other nonpharmacological analgesic manipulations such as counterirritation and changes in attention.